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1. An autumn afternoon about ten years ago, I found myself lying on the ground in the shade of a
hundred-year-old live oak tree in Myakka River State Park in southwest Florida. The broad limbs
of the ancient tree at once rose up like arms honoring the heavens and bowed down to the ground
in an elegant semblance of thanksgiving.
2. I drifted into a quiet and peaceful place. It wasn’t that the land around me was still and
hushed; indeed, a constant breeze blew through the live oak, its leaves gently rattling, Buddhist
prayer flags fluttering in a Tibetan breeze. The quiet came from within, a calm to a harried spirit,
a cessation of the constant voice that chatters inside, reminding us of projects unfulfilled, of
regrets, battering the soul. As I slipped into this peaceful state, I felt as if I was absorbed into
Earth, a giant soft hand lowering me into a new realm away from the cares and worries of this
life, a sacred place of stillness and peace.
3. In this new place, time didn’t seem to pass; indeed, time didn’t seem to be at all. While I was
aware of the world around me, it wasn’t through any ordinary way of knowing where I had a
distinct sense of my self separate from other objects—the ground, the oak tree, the sky overhead.
It was as if Earth was a great vine that had grown around me and through me, and I had become
entwined with some greater force, with life, with creation itself.
4. Interestingly, I quickly rose from this place of calm to a state of heightened alertness. I turned
my head to the left. A fully grown, thick-bodied diamondback rattlesnake stared at me, its
smooth skin shimmering in the sun, its forked tongue some twelve inches from my nose.
5. A shaft of light streamed through the live oak, warming my stomach. In the time that I lay
there face to face with the snake—again, I have no sense of how long that was for I had fallen
into a state of timelessness—I had a strong sense that the snake wanted to climb onto my belly,
curl up, and take a nap.
6. A different way of relating to the world opened to me as I lay on that ancient and fertile
ground—a way of knowing that dissolved the boundaries between my self and the oak tree and
rattlesnake, indeed between my self and Earth and sky. I have come to consider this moment of
intricate interconnectedness a form of sacred reason, an interweaving of self and other that
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melded who I am with the place I was, an opening of myself to some larger force that exists
around us and that connects us to life and creation.
7. But it was a moment.
8. We have been handed a way of thinking in the Western world that separates us from the world
around, creating disaffection and distance between ourselves and the rest of creation. Martin
Heidegger, twentieth-century German philosopher, called this way of knowing “Enframing” and
suggested that as a result of our worldview all objects, humans included, have become resources
for our use. We think in a way that is scientific and calculative; we know “truth” or “reality” as
something that can be measured and weighed and broken apart and put back together, as
something “out there” separate from who we are. As a result of “Enframing,” the world around
us has become a giant resource for us to extract from, to control, to manipulate. And we treat the
world as an object for our use with no ethical misgivings because that world is separate, so we
believe, from ourselves, from who we are as humans.
9. And while this way of knowing has given us great inventions, cured diseases, and generally
improved our way of life, it has also brought us to the most important moment in human
history—to the twenty-first century where the central problem will be the problem of the human
relation to the natural world.
10. The disaffection, the distance between humans and the natural world, affects us not just
individually but as a species. I want to provide one salient example of the way in which
Enframing, our way of knowing the world, has brought us to the brink of disaster. Climate
Change 2013: The Physical Science Basis concludes that “It is extremely likely that human
influence has been the dominant cause of the observed warming since the mid-20th century.” The
certainty has risen from “likely” in 2001 to “very likely” in 2007 to “extremely likely” now—
that is, scientists are over 95% certain that the global average temperature increase has been
caused by humans. We conceive of our planet as an object, and as a result we have managed and
manipulated it to the point where the new ecological era will be named after humans: the
Anthropocene.
11. Andrea Wulf suggests, in The Invention of Nature, that Alexander Von Humboldt saw and
warned against this western worldview. When touring Mexico and inspecting their mines,
Humboldt discerned the connection between exploitation of the land and the infertility that
resulted. Wulf states that “All too often Humboldt had seen how the population was starving and
how once fertile land had been relentlessly over-exploited and turned barren” (104). Importantly,
Humboldt connected “colonialism to the devastation of the environment” (105) and even
perceived the way in which such devastation led to changes in the climate. Humboldt’s ideas
allowed George Perkins Marsh to formulate the thesis of his classic work, Man and Nature,
which was written at a time of a growing perception “that humankind was in control of nature”
and that this was a good thing (289). Our response to climate change, called Geoengineering,
mirrors this perception: as a result of our degradation of Earth’s systems such that those systems
may no longer be able to sustain human and other life, let’s increase our manipulation of Earth’s
systems.
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12. What brought me to Myakka River State Park on that autumn afternoon was a dawning
awareness that something was not right with my self or my way in the world.
13. As a result of some health issues that I experienced in my late 30s, I learned was that I was a
Type-A personality, someone rigid and obsessed with organization and control, someone
impatient with others and with himself and overly concerned with time.
14. What I knew was that this was not how I saw myself – and that it was not the person I
wanted to be. So I did something unusual for that period in my life. I took the day off to escape
the commitments and obligations of work and family and the all-consuming materialism of our
culture. I drove to Myakka River State Park with my journal and daypack. I arrived shortly after
the park opened, studied the trail map, and found a place where I could spend some time in
wildness, alone.
15. As I prepared my pack, a pair of red-shouldered hawks screamed at me from the top of
nearby slash pine trees.
16. Interestingly, the disharmony in my life was also the beginning of awakening to a deeper
reality, and it was the hawk who had been an integral part of this awakening experience. The
hawk had spoken to me, reminding me of a time in my life when I had a direct connection to
wildness, a strong sense of humility, an awareness of solitude that provided a foundation for an
interrelatedness with all things, not just other humans but rocks and trees and birds and animals,
the clouds and the sky, the sun, the moon, and the stars. And this reminder of a time from my
past had opened a deep chasm in my sense of self.
17. I thought I knew what they were saying, the hawks who were screaming at me from the tops
of the slash pines above my car. “Don’t go! Danger! Don’t go!” But I was new to this listening
and I didn’t believe what I heard—I didn’t believe that the hawks had a message for me. I
packed my lunch and headed down the wilderness trail to my encounter with the diamondback
rattlesnake.
18. Linda Hogan, Chickasaw essayist and novelist, suggests that we need to establish what she
calls an “ecology of mind” (60), a way of thinking that embraces our reciprocity and
entwinement with the world around us. In an essay called “The Feathers,” Hogan offers a vision
of this alternate way of thinking that she calls “sacred reason” which affords us an opportunity to
think in ways that connect us to the world around, that place us anew in our landscapes so that
our inner world and our outer world become once again entwined. Unlike the instrumental
reason handed down to us from the Enlightenment which separates us from the things we know,
sacred reason recognizes our interdependence and interconnectedness with the plants and
animals that are our brothers and sisters, the sky, the thunder, and the sun that give us life, the
very air that moves through us and becomes us. Sacred reason depends upon intuition,
imagination, and dreaming and so it provides another window into reality, one disparaged in
Western ways of knowing but central to other cultures including American Indian cultures. And
as a result of sacred reason we learn to behave differently in the world, through an empathetic
connection to the natural world and the very forces of life.
3|Page

Volume 12, Issue 1 (2016-2017)

Remembering Sacred Reason

ISSN 1558-8769

19. For me, this is the benefit of revisiting the life and work of Alexander Von Humboldt, whose
interdisciplinary and holistic vision saw the world together rather than broke it apart. He
represents a deep listening that opens us to a sense of mystery and wonder. As Andrea Wulf
notes, when climbing Chimborazo in the Andes, Humboldt has a revelation: “Everything that he
had ever observed fell into place. Nature, Humboldt realized, was a web of life and a global
force” (87). Unlike many during his time, he did not perceive nature as a “dead aggregate,” but
rather as a “living whole” (88). His illustration of Naturgemälde demonstrates the way in which
he “was not so much interested in finding new isolated facts but in connecting them. Individual
phenomena were only important in their relation to the whole” (88).Through this vision of
“nature as a web in which everything was connected” (88), Humboldt influenced Ernst Haeckle
who coined the term ecology based on Humboldt’s ideas: Ecology “was the science of
relationships of an organism with its environment” (307).
20. And so I finish the book with questions.
•

•

•

How can a holistic and integrated way of knowing the world inform our teaching and
learning? And how can this way of knowing make its way out into the world so that our
response to something as dire as climate change is not merely a technological fix?
How do we open dialogue across our disciplines for ourselves and our students so that we
create a learning community rich with the complexities and mystery of creating knowledge,
of learning, of knowing Earth?
Finally, how can we reimagine our relationship to place so that we fashion an empathetic
emplacement on the land and thus work to overcome the disaffection and distance from that
which sustains our bodies, fires our imaginations, and nourishes our spirits?

I am hopeful that now we can address these or any other questions that were raised in your
common reading experience, and talk about the benefits and merits of this project.
21. If we open ourselves to it, we all have moments when we hear the voices of native species
speaking to us about our place, when we experience a close connection with the natural world
such as that which I experienced at Myakka River State Park. After a time, as I lay on that rich
and fertile ground face to face with this beautiful rattlesnake, its tongue sliding noiselessly in and
out so that it could sense what it was facing, I became overwhelmed with fear. I rolled away
from the snake and stood up. From my new vantage point, I got a better look at the snake, which
was over four feet long with beautiful diamonds spaced down its back.
22. It watched me for a moment and then slowly made its way into the saw palmettos.
23. The story of the rattlesnake as I told it for years was one of triumph, of a life that had gone
awry because of a dulling of the senses, from work and obligations and hyperconsumption, but
that was now back on track. After all, the hawks had warned me of this dangerous encounter that
I was about to have.
24. But many years have passed since those tellings. In that time, I have read and learned much
which has helped me realize how much more I have yet to learn. Hogan notes, in “The Feathers,”
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that “There is a still place, a gap between worlds, spoken by the tribal knowings of thousands of
years. In it are silent flyings that stand aside from human struggles and the designs of our own
makings. At times, when we are silent enough, still enough, we take a step into such mystery, the
place of spirit, and mystery, we must remember, by its very nature does not wish to be known”
(20).
25. Now, when I tell the story of my encounter with the rattlesnake, I am less sure of the hawks’
message. Perhaps they were not warning me of any danger. Perhaps they were letting me know
that I was not yet ready to understand this encounter with wildness, that I was still in need of
healing before I understand that mystery is an experience whole enough and real enough to
provide a foundation for our existence.
26. Perhaps if I had been able to lie still long enough to let the snake climb onto my belly in the
warming sun, my entwinement with the natural world would have been complete and I would
have come to feel the way in which I am cradled by this holy Earth.
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